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Using An Intranet As A Collaborative Tool In The Classroom
Gary Randolph
Assistant Professor, Computer Technology
Purdue University, Anderson
Abstract
Electronic collaboration between students and faculty to enhance and reinforce learning has now become
feasible using very simple hardware and software. Given that many businesses deem collaboration skills to
be extremely important, this is an area of instruction that should be investigated in curricula. This paper
details how a class intranet was used as a collaboration tool in a group computer project. The class was
divided into teams and given a multi-stage project to complete. At each stage of the project, one team was
designated as a "lead team." The lead team had to complete the stage two weeks ahead of the other teams
and post on the class intranet a series of tips and recommendations for completing the stage. This
experience provided students hands-on experience with intranets, simulated a workgroup environment with
a unique experience of collaboration, and gave students additional opportunity to learn through explaining a
process in writing to others.
Introduction
Collaboration among students is often discouraged in the classroom as if it were a form of academic
dishonesty. Yet in the work world, it is a needed skill as employees must collaborate with each other to
meet shared goals. With the growth of corporate local area networks and groupware, collaboration is
growing even more important in the world of business.
Because of this collaboration also needs to be a part of the world of education, and it can be in networked
labs. As Goyal and Harriger (1995) have pointed out, "Educators have the responsibility of exploiting
information systems technology to create opportunities and design exercises which simulate real-world
organizational processes that provide students with hands-on experience using technology efficiently and
effectively."
Most classroom uses of collaboration emphasize group projects. However, groups of three or four students
are often too small to make any valid intra-group use of collaborative computer tools. The current project
explored the use of collaborative computer tools, by using an intranet to facilitate inter-group collaboration.
An intranet is simply the application of traditional Internet tools, such as web browsers, discussion
newsgroups, and e-mail, to in-house networking. More and more companies are finding a corporate intranet
to be an attractive alternative for communication, collaboration, and database access.
For instance, software developer Electronic Arts uses discussion group software on its intranet to assemble
virtual workgroups. Widely separated employees can discuss projects and collaborate. Employees can
review the history of discussions to get up to speed on a project that is already in progress (Netscape
Communications Corp., 1996). At Hewlett-Packard, programmers post software routines on an intranet.
Programmers check what is available before writing new code (Cortese, 1996).
As intranets grow in popularity, students are well served both by developing collaborative skills and by
experiencing this type of computer collaborative tool. As this project shows, such an experience can be
done both cheaply and easily.
Methodology

The course that served as a host for the project was called Work Group and Network Computing
Applications. Classroom presentations of network topology, wide area networking alternatives, and other
topics were supplemented with hands-on lab activity using LAN software and typical business applications.
To demonstrate and provide practice with workgroup applications, a class intranet was set up on the
campus network server. As shown in Figure 1, the intranet pages listed, among other things, the class
syllabus, instructions on how to create the intranet pages, and a current posting of grades.
The computing infrastructure used for this project was simple. The local area network in the lab consists of
a Pentium-90 Mhz server running Windows NT and 486-66 Mhz workstations running Windows 3.11 and
connected with coaxial cable in a 10Base2 configuration. The lab content emphasized the use of Microsoft
Office software, and so the Internet Assistant add-in for Microsoft Word 6.0, a free download, was used to
create and browse the intranet pages.
Beginning the third week of class, students were placed into three-person teams. The on-going task of the
team was to use the various tools of Microsoft Office to analyze and report a set of sales data. The skills
used in the project extended beyond those taught in the regular lab. So to complete their work, students
needed to rely on each other, on the program's help system, and on the instructions in the intranet pages.
For each stage of the project, one team was designated the lead team. The lead team was required to
complete that stage of the project two weeks before the others and to post recommended steps for
completing that stage of the project to an intranet page. The lead team also was to add a link on the main
class intranet page to their posted information. This was a relatively simple task using the Internet Assistant
add-in. Other teams could refer to the posted information as they completed the project. A sample lead
team posting is shown in Figure 2.
The instructor acted as the lead team for the first stage of the project. This was done solely because the
class consisted of too few students to form teams to cover all lead team slots. However, this proved to be
fortunate. Acting as the first lead team provided the instructor with an opportunity to model what a lead
team should post.

Figure 1 Class Intranet Home Page
The instructor evaluated the lead teams' postings but did not post corrections. When asked, the instructor
did offer a verbal second opinion as to how teams should proceed on the project. This was done on an ad
hoc basis in class, in lab sessions, and during chance meetings as the instructor passed through the lab.
The intranet was kept entirely internal to the local area network and was not posted on the Internet. This
was done only because there is currently no Internet connection in the lab. Therefore, students had to be
physically present in one of the labs to access the class intranet pages.
Within each team, the students mainly collaborated orally. No electronic means were provided for intrateam collaboration. Teams generally met to work on the project together.
The entire team project accounted for approximately 36% of each student's grade, with approximately 9%
coming from the student's performance on the intranet portion of the project. Each lead team member was
graded based on 360 evaluations by each team member, members of the other teams, and the instructor.
Results
Evaluations filled out at the end of the semester indicated that the project was a success. Students were
asked how often they browsed the class intranet pages during the semester. Answers ranged from 2 times to
12 times, with an average of 7.5, or about once every other week. The most-browsed part of the class
intranet was the project instructions page, even though a hard copy of the instructions had been previously
passed out to the students. The second most-browsed part contained the tips and instructions posted by the
lead teams.

Students were asked to indicate agreement to a series of statements using a five-point scale (1=strongly
disagree, 5=strongly agree).
Students felt strongly that they learned more about intranets through the project than they would have by
just listening to lectures (3.86). They also agreed that writing the lead team tips helped them learn more
about how to do the project (3.71).
This project demonstrates that electronic collaboration can be implemented in a classroom project with the
simplest of resources. The results were promising. Intra-group collaboration helps students learn and helps
them prepare for careers in the real world.

Figure 2 Lead Team Posting
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